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Birds of the Great Plains. By Bob Jennings, Ted T. Cable,
and Roger Burrows. Auburn , WA: Lone Pine Publishing,
2005. 384 pp. Color illustrations, maps, reference guide,
appendix, glossary, checklist, scientific index, common
index. $21.95 paper.
Though intended as a field guide to the birds of the
Great Plains, this book seems to serve best as a general
introduction to Great Plains birds and will mostly benefit
those casually interested in birds. The definition of Great
Plains the book uses is rather broad, and some species
are included that, in my opinion, aren't really birds of the
Great Plains. For example, several warblers are included
as breeding species although they nest within the book's
definition of the region only in the conifer or mixed forest
of north-central to northwestern Minnesota, which isn't
really a part of the Great Plains proper.
A reference guide opens the volume, with thumbnail
illustrations, presumably designed as a quick guide to finding the full species account for field identification purposes.
This feature seems of little use to anyone but a beginning
birder. An introductory section follows containing a brief
overview of Great Plains birding, a listing of 91 'Top Birding Sites in the Great Plains," and paragraph-length overviews of the "Top 20 Birding Sites in the Great Plains." I
have few quibbles with the sites listed: they harbor most of
the Great Plains species, and birders interested in observing
Great Plains birds would do well to visit them.
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Species accounts follow the introductory section and
form the bulk of the book. Each species is treated with a
single-page account, accompanied by an illustration that
includes both sexes for sexually dimorphic species. The
illustrations themselves are uneven, reflecting the skills
of the different contributing artists. Some are crisp and
clean, with a two-dimensional field guide look (which I
liked); others appear unnatural and disheveled. The species accounts open with introductory material about the
ecology, behavior, and other interesting tidbits of information for each species. This section is generally accurate
and engaging, although a few errors sometimes creep
in. Since my own research deals with the physiology of
cold tolerance and overwintering in birds, I particularly
noticed several inaccuracies in the authors' comments on
wintering biology for certain species. For example, the
authors state that golden-crowned kinglets roost together
and use hypothermia to get through the cold winter nights.
Available evidence suggests that kinglets do huddle tightly together during cold nights, but hypothermia or torpor
has not been demonstrated, according to Bernd Heinrich
in the Wilson Bulletin (2003).
The range maps accompanying the species accounts
show breeding, wintering, and migratory ranges for each
species. The distribution information is generally accurate
on the broad scale, but there are numerous inaccuracies
relating to some of the finer details of status and distribution for South Dakota birds, the state with which I'm most
familiar, and the errors give the impression that the information is not as up-to-date as it should be. One example
is the breeding range presented for the bald eagle, where
the mapped range barely clips the northeastern corner of
South Dakota. This species now breeds regularly along
the Missouri River, as well as at other sites in the northeast, southeast, and around the Black Hills. The species
accounts also provide brief treatments of identification,
size, habitat, nest and incubation descriptions, feeding
behavior, and vocalizations. All in all, these sections are
useful and accurate.
An appendix listing "Occasional Bird Species," defined by the authors as irregular, non-annual or "species of
special note," follows , accompanied by small illustrations
for about half of these species. More errors and inaccuracies for status and distribution occur here. For example,
the recently discovered breeding population of Virginia's
warblers in the southwestern Black Hills (see Swanson
et aI. , Southwestern Naturalist [2000]) is not mentioned.
The list of select references includes only those dealing
with North America in its entirety; no state or regional
books for the Great Plains are listed. Perhaps a lack of

Book Reviews

focus on the most recent state or regional works is related
to some of the inaccuracies in status and distribution. Also
included are a two-page glossary, a checklist, and indexes
to scientific and common names.
In summary, I can't recommend Birds of the Great
Plains as a regional status and distribution book, and
regular North American field guides will fill the field
guide niche better than this volume. While it will have
more popular appeal than Johnsgard's Birds of the Great
Plains: Breeding Species and Their Distribution (1979),
it is not a major status and distribution effort, as was
Johnsgard's book. It does serve as an acceptable general
reference for Great Plains birds, but you will also want
to have more precise state and regional books to obtain
better status and distribution information. David L.
Swanson, Department of Biology, University of South
Dakota.
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